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m gm ﬁmn‘ﬁm L Ghanapathy's Grace
An English Translation of Soiva Vinavidai
WTPLILITEISS]  BOTT  WfeOf  QDIAPSHTOIVT  DIGUTEGT | QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS IN SAIVAISAN
mFUE HHSSHISSMmen wehsaflen, Cuw Lyriubleue Bev@eumen e

SRILA SRI ARUMUGANAAVALAR OF MALLUR, JAFFNA
FIRST EDITION 1673

slfled aflemmallenLwirs eupdlus BTed “wFeu allewm allenL”. |
Bz 1psedled 1873@e0 Glowelloupbag. bETamev Geualpr igBGev
Uwbg euen@pd Seatemenser uQsSs HlwCeuemi®d  eraiim
Crrsared ymdlvsgdled S Swurseapissdl Seujsend S
#a&10seuet  Seujsepd  CumPuwissany. e B mba |
Byemip Csenailsepnd LIleOsSEHLD: |

1. Q: Who is the creator of the Universe?
A: Sivaperuman T

2. Q: What are the attributes of Sivaperuman? et sl T
A: Eternal, Omniscient, Omnipotent. Thiukoarthikol 2020

@imred upPl aflblileT e saugl Syowsdlar e@mmSlmaLLTTT WHSSHI HOTHIS]
IDr wisgeugear epdlus iemilhgienguiledlHnbE):

“Shree la Shree Arumuga Navalar’s 'Saiva Vina Vidai' has been an invaluable source of reference for
frequently asked questions in Hinduism, ever since it was written in the 19th Centuary. It was a vital
reference text for those of my generation who did GCE O/L examination in Hinduism in Sri Lanka.....”
“With Saivites now scattered all over the world, there is an urgent need to have translations of this book for
those large number fo Saivite Tamils who cannot read or understand the Tamil language....... y

This book can be obtained from: Mr K Thiagamoorthy, B.Sc (Eng.), C.Eng, M.I.C.E
38 Park Lane, Wallington SM6 0TN, UK
Phone: +44 208 669 8057.
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Geetha Sridhar

The author is a bharathanatyam dancer, lecturer, choreographer and the artistic
director of Natyasri Dance Company. This is an excerpt from her academic research
on Chidambaram temple. References and citations include various books, catalogues,

Chidambaram temple website and Wikipedia.

The most fascinating aspect of a Hindu
temple is that it represents a human form.
The fundamental function of the human body
is to move. As a bharathanatyam dancer |
find that the practice of dance, particularly
when performed with a religious and
ritualistic intent, complements the very idea
of the temple structure that corresponds to
the ‘sukshma sharira’, converging the five
senses, five elements and the four states of
consciousness, that makes one’s own body a
temple too.

In pursuit of delving into the Dravidian temple
architecture of South India, in the sectarian
style of a Shaivite temple, | choose the image
of the dancing lord, ‘Nataraja’ as he is
postulated at the Chidambaram Temple. At
the outset, it is interesting to note that the
Lord is consecrated here in three different
forms, namely: Roopa, (in his cosmic dance
form) Rooparoopa (in the Linga form) and
Aroopa (formless).

Chidambaram temple is situated in a small
town called Chidambaram, in the Cuddalore
district of Tamil Nadu, not far from its capital
city of Chennai. The temple is believed to
have had mythical roots that are suggestive
of ancient and pre-medieval periods. Thillai
was the name of the town when the shrine of
Shiva is believed to have existed. The
historical facts reveal that the Chidambaram
temple has had several renovations during
the Pallava and Chola dynasties. One

inscribed evidence shows Vikrama Chola
(1118-35) invested a year’s revenue on the
enhancement of the Chidambaram temple
with gold and precious stones. The current
version of the temple can be dated back to
the 10th century.  Chidambaram was the
capital of the Chola dynasty and Lord
Nataraja was considered their tutelary deity.
It was the Cholas that renamed the town
as Chidambaram.

The name Chidambaram can be deciphered
as the Tamil word ‘Chittrambalam: Chitt
meaning consciousness and ambalam
meaning atmosphere or performing stage.
This compounded word signifies a belief that
one ought to aim to attain the highest
consciousness and symbolises the dancing
posture of Shiva as synonym to liberation.

The mythological story goes, that Shiva
strolling through the Thillai forest (a species
of mangrove trees) in the disguise of a
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mendicant accompanied by his consort
Vishnu, disguised as Mohini (the most
beautiful woman) caused a stir among the
dwellers of the forest who were a group of
saints. The sheer exuberance of Shiva
mesmerised the saints, and their wives were
utterly captivated by his charm. This
provoked the saints to invoke poisonous
snakes, summon a tiger and spring upon him
a powerful demon (Muyalaka). However,
Shiva tackles all of them, by adorning the
snakes on his neck, and hair, skins the tiger
and clads it around his waist and immobilises
the demon by stepping on him thus
revealing his form of Nataraja as he performs
the Ananda Tandava- the dance of bliss. This
was witnessed by sages Patanjali and
Vyaghrapada. The saints realize the God’s
grace and surrender at his fee.

In a spread of over approximately forty acres
of land the Chidambaram temple has nine
major gopurams or cow gates. The four
main gopurams are on the outer
circumference of the fortified walls on the
four directions of East, West, North and
South. These four gopurams have seven
storeys and each of them have thirteen
kalasas. Each of these storeys are
constructed with over forty to fifty sculptures
depicting various Hindu stories. These
fortified walls were the contributions by
Vijayanagara rulers and Nayaka rulers
between 14th and 16th centuries as a result
of destructions and demolitions. The
remaining five gopurams are within the
premise of the temple. The temple has three
prakarams or courtyards. The space
between the third courtyard and the outer
wall which is considered as the fourth
courtyard maintains a garden and a palm
grove. Four of the gopurams are within close
proximity to each other on the southwest that
include the sanctum. They are situated
between the first and the second prakara.
The dwaja sthambam (flag mast) is on the

second prakara. One gopuram is in the third
prakara that is situated towards the northern
gopuram that houses a Devi sanctum
leading to the Sivagangai water tank. The
main entrance to the temple is facing East.
The shrines within the temple can be seen
through five Sabhas or halls. They are: Chit
Sabha, Kanaka sabha, Nritya Sabha, (hall of
dance) Raja Sabha (thousand pillared hall)
and Deva Sabha (divine gathering hall).

Of these five Sabhas, the two sacred spaces
of The Chit Sabha (space of consciousness)
and Kanaka sabha form the sanctum
sanctorum or the Garba griha of
Chidambaram temple. Chit Sabha is
constructed inside the first prakara in a
square shape of approximately 44 metres.
This space (Chit Sabha) is actually empty
and it is called the Chidambara Rahasyam,
(the secret of Chidambaram) where the lord
is formless. This space is covered by a cloth
curtain and is only revealed at the end of a
poojai ritual. The significance is that it
indicates retracting from ignorance and
acknowledging the Lord’s presence is his
form of Aroopa (formless). To the right of this
space is the idol of Nataraja with his consort
Parvathi. The second prakara that is situated
towards the west is also square in shape and
measures about 105 metres. This sanctum
is the Kanakasabha (dancers gathering
space). The Garba griha is roofed in gold
with nine kalasas.

‘Nataraja enshrined at his home in the
golden hall at Chidambara, had assumed the
status of tutelary deity (kula-nayakam) to the
Chola royal household. This association may
have been established as early as the reign
of Parantaka I, who, as a devout follower of
Shiva first undertook the gilding of Shiva
Nataraja’s dwelling, the Chit Sabha and
thereafter acquired the title of ‘the one who
covered with gold’ (pon veinda perumal)’

A unique feature in this sanctimonious space
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is that it also holds a shrine for Govindaraja
Perumal a Vaishnavaite God, postulating in
his repose of Ananthasayana.This is situated
adjacent to the Kanaka sabha. Mythology
holds the theory that Lord Shiva beckons to
the wish of Adishesha, who serves as a bed
to Lord Vishnu to watch the Ananda
thandava, hence the presence of the
Vaishnava shrine in this space. Both gods,
Shiva and Vishnu have their uthsava, or
processional ritual too in this temple. The
temple gains its honour as a ‘paadal petra
sthalam’i.e. sung in praise of by some of the
sixty-three saints or the Nayanmars. The

temple also holds shrines for the
Aadhimoolar (the original Shiva lingam)
Umai ammal, sixty-three Nayanmars,

Goddess Sivagamasundari, Lord Muruga
and Lord Ganesha. The sacred number five
is apparently associated with various aspects
pertinent to this temple. For example, it is
one of the five auspicious sthalas
(panchabhootha sthala) a place akin to the
element of sky. The primary essence of Lord
Nataraja is the mantra Na ma si va ya, which
are five syllables.

The idol of Nataraja that presides today at
the temple shrine is three and a half feet in
height and it takes thirty to forty priests to
carry it to the pedestal for the abhishekam.
The deity is made of pancha laucha, an
amalgamation of five metals that include
copper, gold, silver, bronze and lead. The
Chola dynasty contributed hugely to the
sacred bronzes of South India. Bronze
casting followed by the Shipa Sasthra and
created by the Sthapathi adhering to the
required abstinence rites in the process of
making the idol was seen as the most
revered jobs. History records, around 12th
century, invasions by the Muslim armies,
required measures to be taken to protect a
vast number of the bronzes.

‘In 1979 some eighty-seven bronzes, mostly

Chola and none later than the early
fourteenth  century, were discovered
concealed in a hidden chamber within the
Chidambaram temple itself. This is the
largest intact collection of Chola bronzes to
have survived from a single temple’.

Coming to the crux of the subject, the image
of the Lord’s striking dancing posture and its
significance are far deeper than a mere
decorative pose. The Shivanandha
Thandava or the cosmic dance of Shiva is
symbolic of creation, preservation and
dissolution. It is also a triad of religion, art
and science. The image of Nataraja has four
arms. The upper right hand holding the
damaru or the drum signifies primal creative
energy and the lower right hand holding the
abhaya hasta signifies blessings and
preservation. The upper left hand holds the
sacred fire, the fire of sacrifice and the lower
left hand holding the dola hasta stretched
across the body pointing to the raised left leg
signifies benediction to his devotees. The
right leg that tramples down the dwarf demon
Muyalaka signifies destroying ego and
ignorance. On his matted locks of hair, he
holds the river Ganges, the crescent moon
and a cobra and a skull. He clads the tiger
skin, and adorns necklaces armlets, belt,
anklets finger and toe rings. Kala or time
forms the frame of the image.

‘The dance, in fact, represents His five
activities (Pancakritya), viz: Shrishti
(overlooking, creation, evolution),
Sthiti (preservation, support), Samhara
(destruction, evolution), Tirobhava (veiling,
embodiment, illusion and also giving rest),
Anugraha (release, salvation, grace)’.

Appar, one of the Nayanmars, describes the
beauty of the Lord in Chidambaram in his
poem (Thevaram of Thirumurai 4.081) that it
might even be worth relinquishing the
penance for salvation and be born as a
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human being just to have another glimpse of
Him. The temple is an inescapable display of
the interconnectedness between art and
spirituality. Amongst many routes to finding
salvation in Hindu philosophy, ‘bhakthi’
through arts such as music and dance were
not uncommon even in the vedic times.
Though bharathanatyam is practiced as a
theatre art today, the very roots of this dance
seem to have existed from around 2nd
century AD which we know with the evidence
of Natyashastra authored by Bharathamuni.
Also, it is a well-known fact that these dances
were performed as part of temple rituals by
Devadasis (temple dancers). Although the
practice of Devadasi tradition in the temples
is no longer in place today, the role of these
dancing women and their contribution to the
heritage of bharathanatyam that had once
flourished during the Chola, Pandya and
Chera dynasties is phenomenal in the Hindu
tradition.

‘The mystical dance of Shiva seems to have
influenced the concept of ritual dance...
While the dancing god struck the balance of
the cosmos, the temple dancers echoed the
symbolism of this celestial dance’.

Sacred scriptures called the Agamas
sanctioned dance and dancers in ritual
worship. The Kamika Agama is employed in
Shiva worship.

‘Well trained devadasis were part of this
ritual hierarchy....The kamika Agama says,
that the dancer who is to be dedicated to a
temple should wear her hair in a knot above
the collar bone, tie a saffron-coloured cloth
around her waist like a priest, and adorn her
forehead with three stripes of ash (vibhuthi)
like all devout Shaivaites are known to do’.

These dancers were devout, and their
activities involved cleaning the temple,
lighting lamps and dance holding the lamps

at dawn, noon dusk and night. The
Devadasis held a revered position in the
kingdom. Records show evidence of over
400 dancers being maintained by the
temples. Though not much is recorded on
the Devadasis of Chidambaram temple, an
incident of how a Devadasi called Vaippi of
Chidambaram took away the golden idol of
Nataraja for safekeeping at her home when
the Muslim invader Tipu Sultan’s forces
threatened to loot the temple affirms their
appointment for ritualistic duties at the
temple. Another glaring evidence is that of
the exquisite sculptures found on the east
gopuram of the Chidambaram temple, built
during the Kulothunga Chola in the 12th
century. It holds the series of 108 karanas of
the Natyashastra of which Ninety-three of
them are intact and fifteen of them display
the wrath of time. The west gopuram built
during Vikrama Chola’s reign, bear the
grantha inscriptions of the appropriate
names corresponding to the karanas.

The enormity and immensity of this temple
and the breath-taking image of Nataraja,
their history, architecture, mythology, affinity
to science, religion and culture, are all
overwhelming to  understand  and
comprehend. Recent western
acknowledgement and revelation that the
Chidambaram temple is situated at the
centre point of world’s magnetic equator
adds to the veneration. The greatness of this
temple is still savoured and devotees flock to
see the Lord particularly during the chariot
festival and other eminent festivals.

The dichotomy of ‘Tradition versus Modern’
ethos may be a debatable topic, but, whether
the intent is with the dance form or the
devoutness to the lord of dance in
Chidambaram temple, an unshakeable belief
in either of the two or both, will no doubt
ascertain a flourishing future as blissful as
the Ananda Thandava!
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Hindu Wedding Ceremony

The Hindu wedding ceremony is a series of rituals based on Vedas and Saiva Agamas (part
of the Hindu Scriptures), replete with 2000-year-old tradition, symbolism and allegory. It is
both worship and declaration combined and performed for social, religious, individual
fulfilment, celebration and continuity of culture. Some aspects of the Hindu wedding cereony
differ according to regional customs and have evolved over the years according to time and
place. In a Saivite Hindu ceremony the heavenly hosts - Lord Siva, Goddess Parvathi, Agni
(the god of fire — considered the eternal witness) and the spirits of the forefathers are invoked
as witnesses and sponsors. Hence, the ceremonial area is holy ground.

Veda mantras or sacred hymns play a key role in every step of the traditional Hindu marriage.
The mantras for this ceremony come mostly from the tenth mandala of the Rig Veda, where
Suryaa, the daughter of the sun god, is given in marriage to a bridegroom by the name of
Soma. These mantras are mostly from section 10.85. Refer to the original texts and avoid
misinterpretations of these mantras in the social media.

What are some of the significant steps in a Tamil Hindu Wedding Ceremony in Sri Lanka?

Before the Ceremony:

An auspicious time is chosen by the priest for the climax when the Groom ties the ‘Thaali’
to the bride. The tholan (best man, usually the bride’s brother) goes to the groom’s house.
There the groom is seated in front of ‘poorna kumbam’. The parents, elders and the tholan
bless the groom with dash of milk and dharba grass on his head. He is taken to have bath
and made to look like a king. The groom and tholan, after prayers, accompanied by ladies
who carry gifts together with thali and koorai (Wedding sari) in trays, proceed to the wedding
hall. (this can be the Bride’s home)

The hall itself is decorated colourfully, the centrepiece of which is a ‘Manavarai’ (decorated
nuptial throne for the bride and groom). The priest sets up the ceremonial area with
kumbams along with other necessary items for the religious aspect of ceremony. The bride
arrives early and settles to the changing room out of sight with her ‘Tholis’ (friends).

Welcoming the Bridegroom:

The bride’s parents, together with close relatives and friends, receive the bridegroom and the
best man with the accompaniment of Nathaswaram music. The bride’s father garlands the
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bridegroom. The best man sprinkles the groom’s feet with water and in turn receives a gold
ring as a sign of affection. To ward off the evil eye a traditional ‘Aarati’ is performed by two
ladies. The bridegroom is then led to the Manavarai (Ceremonial seat).

A murukkam tree, (a thorny tall tree found in Jaffna Sri Lanka.) is significantly planted in the
centre. This is to symbolise the king of heaven Indra whose inappropriate behaviour with
Ahalya, the wife of Sage Gautama, landed him a curse which resulted in him gaining 1000
eyes. The thorns represent the eyes. This is to caution the groom against any such deviant
behaviour. The grinding stone (Ammi) is placed on the right side to symbolise Ahalya and to
caution the bride.

Sanctification:

- : A The priest now commences the proceedings by offering a
¥ prayer to Lord Ganesha, invoking his blessings so that the
@R Wwedding may take place without any hindrance. The groom
accepts a thetppai (a ring made of a special grass) to
indicate his willingness to proceed. Five married ladies sow
nine varieties of grains in an earthen pot, signifying the
blessings of fertile life for the couple (Paalihai ceremony).
The priest then ties a blessed thread on the wrist of the
groom to confer divine protection (Kaapu). A respected
7% : -\ relative breaks a coconut at this juncture and several other
|mportant points as guided by the priest. The groom now leaves the Manavarai and takes
his place among the audience.

The bride now comes to the Manavarai accompanied by the bridesmaid, flower girls and
close relatives. The priest performs the same ceremony again for the sanctification and
protection of the bride.

The groom joins the bride at the Manavarai and the main ceremony begins. The priest
invokes Lord Siva and the Goddess Parvathi on Kumbam and performs Siva Parvathi pooja
followed by Navagraha pooja for the celestial bodies. Homam (sacred fire) is lit and a
special pooja is then performed.

Kannihaathaanam:

This is the giving away of the bride by offering her to the groom in marriage. The priest
announces loudly the names of the bride and groom, referring to their ancestors up to three
generations. He then calls upon Agni (Fire) and all present, seen and unseen, to bear
witness to the event and bless the couple.

Thaali is a gold pendant inscribed with sacred emblems, the thirisulam (representing
Brahma, Vishnu and Siva), and sun and moon (representing Siva and Shakti). In the olden
days ‘manchal kayiru’ (string immersed in turmeric), with raw turmeric stick tied as pendant,
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was used.

The Thaali and the Koorai (bridal sari) brought by the groom are blessed by the priest and
then presented by a senior member of the family to the congregation for their blessing. The
groom then presents the Koorai to the bride. The bride leaves the Manavarai to change into
the Koorai. When she returns, attired in Koorai, she then garlands the Groom.

Thaali Ceremony (Maangalya Dhaaranam):

This is the main event of the wedding. The Thaali is
consecrated by the priest and given to the groom. At the
appointed auspicious time, amidst chanting of mantras, he
ties it around the bride’s neck and they become man and
wife. This is accompanied by a crescendo of music and a
shower of flowers from the congregation. The couple
exchange garlands and feed each other milk and fruit
symbolizing their partnership for life.

The thali kattu is termed moonru mudichu in Tamil where
the groom, with three nuptial knots, ties the string.

There is no Veda Mantra for tying the Thaali. The priest recites the following traditional
Sanskrit verse on behalf of the groom:

Maangalyam tantunaaena mama jeevanaa hethunaa |
kanthe: badhnami subhage! sanjeeva Sarada: Satam |l

Meaning: By this sacred thread which | tie around your neck, O maiden, having many
auspicious attributes and being essential part of my life, may you live happily for a hundred
years (with me).

The groom also places a kumkuma pottu on bride to signify her married status.

Paani Grahanam:

After maangalya dhaaranam, the groom lowers his right palm and encloses it over the right
hand of the bride. He covers all the five fingers of the right hand of the bride with his right
palm through this act of paani grahanam. The paani grahanam ritual symbolises the
inseparable connection of the couple from the day of the marriage.

Saptapathi:

According to Hindu Dharma Shastara (law codes) Yajgnavalkya Smrithi, the completion of
the seventh step is the moment of completion of marriage.

During this ritual, the groom walks with the bride to the right side of the sacred fire. All along,
he holds his wife's right hand in his right hand in the way in which he held her hand during
the paani grahanam ceremony. At the beginning of each step, he recites a Veda mantra to
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invoke the blessings of Maha Vishnu. Through these seven mantras, he asks Maha Vishnu
to follow in the footsteps of his wife and bless her with food, strength, piety, progeny, wealth,
comfort and health. At the conclusion of the seven steps, he addresses his wife with a
moving statement which is summarised below:

"Now let us make a vow together. We shall share the same food, share the strengths, the
same tastes. We shall be of one mind, we shall observe the vows together; | shall be the
Saama, you the Rigveda; | shall be upper world, you the earth; Together we shall live and
beget children, and other riches. Come thou, Oh, sweet-worded girl.”

Pradakshinam:

The couple take their first steps together as man
and wife by walking around the sacred fire three
times to pay their respects to Agni.

Stepping on the grinding stone (Ammi Mithithal):

n the first round, the groom places the bride’s right foot on a granite stone (Ammi in Tamil),
a symbol of integrity and strength. He puts a silver ring on her second toe. This alludes to
the story of Ahalya, whose inappropriate act with the lord of the heaven Indra resulted in her
being cursed into becoming a stone and Indra into becoming an ugly person with 1000 eyes.
The thorny Murukkam Tree in the centre symbolises Indra with 1000 eyes (thorns). Ahalya
was freed from the curse by Lord Rama. At this moment, the groom wears a minji — a silver
ring on her toe to say that he will protect her forever.

In the second round, priest symbolically shows the Arunthathy star in the high sky to the
couple. Legend has it that Arunthathy, the wife of Vedic Sage Vasishta was a devoted
dutiful wife. The sage was so enamoured by her deep devotion and love, that he placed her
a star in the sky for the future brides to look up to and lead their own life. In western
astronomy, the star of Vasishtar is called Mizar and the star of Arunthathi is called Alcor.
They are optical double stars, meaning they are always seen together. A nearby star Dhruva
(or the Pole star, which is always fixed in one place) is shown to the groom. In Hindu
mythology Dhruva is an example of the steadfastness in achieving a goal.

,In the third round they compete to pick a ring from a vessel
| filled with coloured water to emphasize the importance of a
‘give and take’ attitude to life.

At the end the couple offer grain, honey and fruit to the fire
symbolizing a yajna (sacrifice) whereby all the fruits of our
actions are surrendered to God.

The ceremony concludes with the Aarathi performed by
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sumangali ladies and Aseervatham when the couple receive the blessing of the priest, their
parents and those who have witnessed the ceremony. This is done by sprinkling blessed rice
and Aruku (a type of grass) for a long and happy married life.

According to Hinduism the marriage is where one
enters the all important householder’s stage of life to
uphold the Purusharthas ie. the four fold aims of life:
Dharma (Aram in Tamil - righteousness), Artha (Porul
in Tamil — Acquisition of material needs), Kama (Inbam
in Tamil — fulfilment of desires) and Moksha (Veedu —
the ultimate salvation of the soul).

Sacred weddings of Gods are (Thiru Kalyanam) are
performed in the temples to remind us of these Vedic
traditions behind a Hindu marriage.
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YOGA LESSONS FOR ALL AGE GROUP
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CONTACT THE TEAM
07830 374780 -
07886 663088 |
07770 470527 -
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